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Finally, asbestos-plagued Libby, Mont., to get help

Town is now eligible to receive millions of cleanup dollars

Wednesday, February 27, 2002

By CAROL SMITH AND ROBERT McCLURE
SEATTLE POST-INTELLIGENCER REPORTERS

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency yesterday named Libby,
Mont., one of the most polluted sites in the nation and said it soon plans
to declare a "public health emergency" at the town — scene of one of the
country's worst cases of asbestos contamination.

The agency said it will place Libby on the
Superfund National Priorities List, clearing the
way for a new infusion of millions of dollars to
clean up the town of 12,000 near the Cabinet
Mountains in northwest Montana.
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Asbestos mining leaves a

deadly legacy in Libby, MT
— and nationwide"I feel great about it," said Lester Skramstad, 65,

coughing so hard from an advanced case of
asbestosis that he could barely get the words out. "I only wish it happened
earlier."
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i there for art'iSkramstad's wife and oldest son and daughter are also diagnosed with the

disease that has already killed hundreds in Libby and is expected to claim
the lives of hundreds more. Doctors have given the elder Skramstad four i syndrpme
years to live.
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"Most people at 65 don't figure their life is over," he said. "We're walking
a real tightrope here."

Skramstad, a former mine worker, was one of the local citizens who
pleaded with Montana Gov. Judy Martz to use her one-time-only "silver
bullet" designation to get Libby listed as a top-priority Superfund site.

"I'm happy because now Libby can start going back up," said Diane
Keck, 62, who left town at age 1 3, but was drawn back to the peaceful
valley community when she retired a few years ago.

In 1993, Keck was diagnosed with asbestosis caused by breathing the
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For decades, workers hauled
sparkly, pinkish vermiculite ore out
of "Zonolite Mountain" on the
outskirts of town without realizing it
was tainted with a particularly
deadly form of needlelike asbestos
called tremolite. The ore was
processed into a variety of products,

contractors work on soiiTxcavation and including garden additives and home
removing of debris at the former W.R. Grace insulation.
screening plant site in Libby. Renee C. Byer/
Seattle Post-Intelligencer
Click for larger photo The workers brought the dust home
on their clothes, contaminating their homes and families. The ore was
also spread around town on playing fields and on roads, meaning
virtually everyone who lived in Libby was exposed.

"No one will want to move here if it's not cleaned up," said Keck.
"Maybe this will finally attract people back."

A Seattle Post-Intelligencer investigation in 1999 documented at least
200 asbestos-related deaths. Responding to the reports, the EPA launched
an immediate cleanup of tainted sites. The nation's largest public
health-testing effort also began, as the federal Agency for Toxic
Substances and Disease grappled with identifying sick and dying citizens.
Test results show that as many as 30 percent of those who lived, played,
or worked in Libby before Grace closed the mine in 1990 are sick.

The EPA and W.R. Grace have fought over who should pay for the
ongoing cleanup. Last April, Grace filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy
protection.

Libby's proposed designation as a Superfund site will be followed in a
few weeks by regional EPA officials seeking to declare a "public health
emergency" because of widespread contamination inside Libby homes.

Typically, the agency performs only outdoor cleanups. By declaring the
emergency, the EPA will enable itself to remove asbestos-ridden
insulation and other forms of contamination indoors as well, said Wendy
Thomi, the agency's community-involvement coordinator for Libby.

The EPA yesterday published a notice asking for comments on adding
Libby to the Superfund list of contaminated sites. But that's a formality
because Martz asked that the site be listed, Thomi said.

When Superfund was approved by Congress in 1980, each state was
given the opportunity to name one site for cleanup with no questions
asked. Until last month, Montana had never named its so-called "silver
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bullet" site.

"The only way it's not going to get listed right now is if someone figures
out that asbestos isn't a problem," Thomi said jokingly. ."It's on its way."

The director of a study by the Toxic Substances and Disease Registry
called Libby the largest case of asbestos contamination in the country
because of the extent to which sickness extends beyond the miners and
their immediate families.

EPA's emergency-response team has spent about $38 million so far,
including about $9 million for medical testing. Cleanup of 600 to 800
homes in Libby is expected to cost up to $30 million more. The cost of
cleaning up the old mine itself hasn't been estimated.

So far, cleanup has been limited to the most polluted homes among those
brought to the agency's attention.

"This ensures that the town will get a more methodical evaluation," said
Paul Peronard, EPA's on-scene coordinator, who has handled the
emergency response. "What you hear people here say is they want a clean
bill of health. I can't give them that. The Superfund will ensure a
methodical, holistic review of all the properties here and some
resolution."

Martz agreed to nominate Libby for Superfund status on several
conditions. In a Jan. 14 letter to the agency, she said she expected the
cleanup to be done and the community removed from the Superfund list
within a year.

She also said she expected EPA to employ as many local people as
possible in the cleanup because Libby is so depressed economically.

Among other conditions, Martz also asked that individual property
owners be provided a "comfort letter" indicating their property is clean as
soon as each property is finished. The state of Montana is on the hook to
pay one-tenth of the cleanup costs.

In her letter, Martz said she was "particularly concerned about the
amount of time Superfund takes and any perceived stigma potentially
affecting real estate transactions" because of the designation.

Less than 100 miles away in the Silver Valley region of Idaho, residents
have cited similar concerns in arguing against expansion of a
21-square-mile Superfund site around Kellogg. Mining wastes there have
flowed downstream all the way to Spokane, although those toxins are not
life-threatening like the asbestos.

"Superfund is the program of last resort to get sites cleaned up where
responsible parties are not taking responsibility," said Ed Hopkins,
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director of the Sierra Club's environmental quality program.

"It gives concerned citizens in the community a process for interacting
with the government and commenting on how the cleanup ought to be
done."

A MONTANA SAGA

The Seattle Post-Intelligencer's 1999 asbestos investigation helped lead to
testing, the results of which have shown that as many as 30 percent of
those who lived, played or worked in Libby, Mont., before W.R. Grace &
Co. closed the mine in 1990 are sick. Follow the 16-month series of
stories on the hidden dangers of asbestos, including the Libby coverage
"Uncivil action: A town left to die," at www.seatt1epi.com/asbestos

P-I reporter Carol Smith can be reached at 206-448-8070 or
carolsmith @ Seattlepi. com
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